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 Item 1:   Rural Development Review 

1. Purpose of Report 
 
  The purpose of this report is to inform members of the outcome of the review into the 

Authority’s work on rural development. The report summarises the key elements of 
the review and its findings and includes recommendations on the Authority’s future 
approach, including the balance between staff and other resources. 
 

2. Recommendations  
 

The Authority is recommended to: 
 
a) Approve the proposed approach to the Authority’s delivery of rural 

development in the medium term; and 
b) Agree to the specific proposals 1 to 5 as set out in paragraph 9 of this 

report. 
 
3. Implications 
 
3.1 Financial 

The report proposes the Action Area and Sustainable Development Funds cease 
from April 2015 for at least one year.  The ongoing budget reduction if this decision 
becomes permanent is a net £167,000 budget saving per annum (£200,000 grants 
budget less an unrealisable £33,000 loans target). 

  
In 2015/16 the £167,000 should be further reduced by £75,000, reflecting the 
£40,000 budget already pulled forward into 2014/15 and £35,000 being one off grant 
offers already allocated beyond the 2014/15 financial year, leaving a balance of 
£92,000.  

  
The current budgeted staffing complement is 1 full-time Funding and Climate Change 
Officer. The report proposes 1 full-time Rural Development Officer and 1 part-time 
Adaptation and Resilience Officer with additional budget requirements for a part-time 
post of up to £18,000 per annum. This reduces the net budget savings in 2015/16 
further to £74,000. 

  
The outstanding target, following the Service Reviews presented to the Authority in 
September, to balance the current 2016/17 budget deficit is £25,000. However, the 
2016/17 budget deficit is likely to change as part of the forthcoming Medium Term 
Budget Plan, the impact of the 2015/16 Defra grant offer is not known at the time of 
writing. It is hoped the £74,000 will be more than sufficient to balance the budget 
deficit which may arise.  

  
It is recommended the £74,000 from 2015/16 is provisionally allocated to the new 
project fund. This allows for allocation to exceptional bids affected by the change in 
policy and allows the Authority to consider the impact of the 2015/16 Defra grant offer 
which is not known at the time of writing the report.  

 
3.2 Equalities 

An Equality Impact Assessment has been undertaken for the Authority’s current 
Rural Development work areas and there are no implications for protected groups 
arising from the changes proposed. 
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4. Background 
 
4.1  The Authority’s Corporate Plan 2013 - 2014 included a target to review its rural 

development work. The review was planned as one of a series of service reviews to 
be carried out during 2014 and was specifically timed to coincide with the ending of 
the 2008-2013 Northumberland Uplands LEADER programme and ahead of the 
development of the next Local Development Strategy (LDS) for the Northumberland 
Uplands. The review was informed by: 

 

 An independent evaluation of the three discretionary funding programmes 
Leader, SDF and Action Area grants) undertaken by external consultants, Rose 
Regeneration. This external evaluation looked at both the outputs/outcomes and 
some of the process around the operation of the programmes. Examples of “good 
practice” were identified together with questions for consideration as part of the 
ongoing review. 

 

 An extensive consultation led by the Northumberland Uplands Local Action 
Group (NULAG) which undertook a series of community consultation events 
during May and June 2014 to help inform the development of a new Local 
Development Strategy for the Northumberland Uplands. 
 

 A member policy conference in May 2014 to consider all of the Authority’s work 
on rural development.  
 

 An interim report on the rural development review incorporating the above was 
considered at the June 2014 Authority meeting where members agreed to adopt 
the following broad principles in developing the final proposals to be brought to 
the Authority in December 2014: 
 

1) Look to review the need for a separate SDF fund 
2) Re-examine the level of Action Area funds required going forward 
3) Look to enhance the Authority’s ability to support and enable rural 

development activities with local businesses and communities 
4) Enhance the Authority’s role in commissioning new rural development 

projects and initiatives 
 

 Consultation with the Sustainable Development Fund Panel in November 2014 
 
5 Rose Regeneration Review 
 
5.1 The consultant’s report identified that the total amount of grant given out to 

businesses and communities in and around the National Park between 2009 and 
2014 from the three discretionary funds managed by the Authority was £3,156,559: 

 

 £426,395 of grants through the Authority’s Action Area funds   

 £712,000 of Sustainable Development Fund grants  

 £2,018,164 of grants given out by Northumberland Uplands LEADER  
 
5.2 The Review found that all three funds had made a major contribution to the National 

Park duty and a contribution albeit smaller in scale to the two purposes of the 
National Park. This was evidenced by both the distribution of grants and the views of 
project respondents to the evaluation surveys in terms of the range of outcomes they 
have delivered.   
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5.3 The detailed interface between the field officers at the National Park who promote all 
three funds and the SDF Officer and LEADER Coordinator roles, the establishment 
of the Young Northumberland Programme and the arrangements for the operation of 
the LAG (and SDF Panel) including interviewing project applicants and enhanced 
team working activities, were highlighted in the review as good practice. 

 
5.4 The final report from Rose Regeneration highlighted a number of potential areas for 

consideration alongside these examples of good practice, including how the different 
schemes might be more closely aligned. The area considered worthy of greatest 
consideration is the relationship between SDF and LEADER. 

 
6. Northumberland Uplands LEADER Programme 
 
6.1 2014 has been the transition year between European funding streams and therefore 

there has been no LEADER funding available for communities or businesses. 
NULAG has however carried out extensive public consultation to help inform the 
writing of a new Local Development Strategy. The new LDS was presented to Defra 
in September along with an application for a new round of funding to begin in 2015.  
Through this process, which was supported by the Authority, the indications from 
DEFRA are that NULAG will be successful in securing circa £2 million of 
discretionary LEADER funding for 2015-2020. This ensures that there will be grants 
available to bid for by businesses and communities from January 2015. 

   
7. Member’s Policy Conference 
 
7.1 In April 2014 members considered the Authority’s role in rural development at a 

Policy Conference and discussed the findings of the Rose Regeneration report. In 
particular, members debated whether rural development is still a priority for the 
Authority, especially with fewer resources and if so how best to deploy those 
resources? The conclusions of the conference included the following: 

 

 Rural development is a priority both as a way of delivering our Duty under the 
1995 Environment Act but also critically in supporting the delivery of both of our 
Statutory Purposes. Members were, however, keen that we better define what we 
mean by “rural development”. 

 

 On the subject of resource allocation members were open to a shift in the 
balance between offering discretionary grants and providing expertise and 
facilitation by officers (what members described as a “bridging role”), echoing the 
findings of the Rose Regeneration report in terms of the “value added”.  In 
addressing directly the issue of reduced staffing and the current pressure on the 
remaining officers, members were clear that we should look again at the balance 
between staff and discretionary budgets and that they were happy to consider 
proposals to reduce budgets and increase staff resources.  

 

 Regarding discretionary funding programmes, members were supportive of 
continuing to provide both AA and SDF in 2014-2015 because of the absence of 
LEADER this financial year.  It was agreed that if the Northumberland Uplands 
Local Action Group was successful in securing LEADER funding for 2015 - 2020 
then the Authority should review its own discretionary funding programmes and 
specifically the need for SDF.  
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8. What do we mean by rural development? 

8.1 As a National Park Authority rural development fits most closely with our statutory 
duty, which states that in pursuing our statutory purposes we should seek to foster 
the economic and social well-being of local communities within the National Park. It is 
important to recognise, as the Rose Regeneration report did, that by supporting local 
communities and business in sustainable rural development we can also contribute to 
our two statutory purposes.   

 
8.2 In attempting to provide a clearer definition of what we mean by rural development it 

is worth considering the tools we have available as a “special purpose local 
authority’. As the Planning Authority for the National Park we aim to contribute 
positively to rural development through the delivery of our Local Development 
Framework.  We are proactive as an Authority and take advantage of opportunities 
such as the government’s Rural Growth Network, working at a strategic level and 
converting national or regional initiatives into solid delivery on the ground at the local 
level. This is what we do best but it requires officers who have the knowledge and 
experience to enable them to work at each level and these are often very different 
skills. 

 
8.3  The Authority frequently acts as an advocate for our communities and businesses by 

informing other partners and government of their needs. The Authority has recently 
led on issues such as broadband coverage, off-grid electricity and mobile 
communications technology.    

 
8.4 At the local community and business level we offer support, advice and facilitation to 

develop projects specifically through our Community Enterprise and Farming 
Officers.  This includes providing general advice about planning and consents and 
liaising with statutory agencies and our own planning team.  It also involves 
signposting to funding streams, including our own discretionary funds, LEADER and 
others such as the Heritage Lottery, Community Foundation, and Arts Council etc. 

 
8.5  Rural development for the Authority therefore encompasses high level strategic 

advocacy for critical infrastructure and services, partnership working and facilitation 
to draw down European and other government funding (including acting as the 
Accountable Body for some programmes) and enabling work with local communities 
and businesses.  

8.6 If we compare the Authority’s work on rural development with widely recognised 
definitions we find that there are close similarities.  The following definition comes 
from Wikipedia; 

  “rural development generally refers to the process of improving the quality of life and 
economic well-being of people living in relatively isolated and sparsely populated 
areas. Rural development has traditionally centered on the exploitation of land-
intensive natural resources such as agriculture and forestry. Increasingly tourism, 
niche manufacturers, and recreation have replaced resource extraction and 
agriculture as dominant economic drivers. The need for rural communities to 
approach development from a wider perspective has created more focus on a broad 
range of development goals rather than merely creating incentive for agricultural or 
resource based businesses. Education, entrepreneurship, physical infrastructure, 
and social infrastructure all play an important role in developing rural regions. Rural 
development is also characterized by its emphasis on locally produced economic 
development strategies.”  
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9 Key findings and proposals 

9.1 The review findings have been specifically assessed in terms of how they inform the 
broad principles to be used in developing the Authority’s work on rural development, 
as agreed by members in June. 

   The role of SDF and AA  funds 
 
9.2 In considering members questions around the need for a separate SDF fund and the 

level of Action Area funds, the review has highlighted the success of the Authority’s 
Action Area approach (so called “bottom up”) and the fact that this has helped 
communities and businesses to realise projects linked to the special qualities of the 
National Park. Small Action Area grants have helped to pump prime projects and 
finance community events.  The SDF has also supported many businesses with small 
and medium sized grants and in the early years was particularly successful in 
stimulating innovative renewable energy projects.  These types of projects are now 
more commonplace and supported through other government support.  The 
involvement of independent community and business people in both the SDF Panel 
and NULAG is recognised as being beneficial.   

  
9.3 The SDF Panel provides independent advice to the Authority on the allocation of SDF 

funding.  The Head of Programmes and Conservation held two meetings with the 
Panel to seek their views on the outcomes of the rural development review.  The 
Panel highlighted the following: 

 

 The value of involving independent community and business people and 
 the enthusiasm, knowledge and experience they bring to the process; 

 The advantages for “bottom up” rural development provided by offering SDF and 
AA grants and involving independent people in the decision making process; 

 The value of the Authority’s Community Enterprise officers in enabling 
communities and businesses; 

 A need for a review of the current criteria for SDF grants and a focus more on 
smaller grants of up to £5,000 and fewer if any grants greater than this amount; 

 More monitoring and feedback on projects allocated grant; and 

 Greater promotion of the SDF grant scheme. 
 

9.4 The panel also provided feedback on the possibility of a reduced budget for the SDF 
and proposed that the Authority considers a new combined fund (AA and SDF) of 
£150,000 to be split nominally between approximately one third for grants up to 
£2,500 and the remainder on projects over £2,500.  The Panel were keen to have a 
role in administering the entire fund. 

 
9.5 It is however very time consuming to administer funding, with officers spending most 

of their time giving money out. This has an opportunity cost, with less time spent 
considering the wider aspects of rural development, including gap analysis. We are 
seeing an overall decline in the effectiveness of internal grant programmes due to a 
lack of officer time to spend developing projects with our communities and 
businesses. 

9.6 Looking critically at how we enhance the Authority’s ability to support and enable 
rural development it is notable how little contact we have had with other funders in 
recent years. Whilst most other funders regularly review and amend their funding 
criteria, and liaise with each other, we have not had the resources to do this 
effectively.  
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With fewer staff resources the administration of our own funding streams has 
understandably taken precedence but this has been at the expense of developing our 
knowledge base with regard to other funds. Experience also shows that the 
Authority’s officers, when given the time, are particularly effective at stimulating 
projects, something other funding bodies are not as well placed as the Authority do. 
At a time of reduced budgets for the Authority it therefore makes sense to optimise 
the use of other external grant schemes for our communities and businesses and 
release the Authority’s officer’s time for facilitation or what members described as a 
“bridging role”.   

 Proposal 1 

9.7 To withdraw both AA and SDF funding for at least one year from April 2015. This is 
common practice for most funders and would allow time to research what is currently 
on offer from other funding streams, to identify gaps in those funding regimes and if 
necessary to redesign any future discretionary funding schemes and the detailed 
criteria for allocation. The current ongoing budget for the AA and SDF funding 
schemes amounts to £200,000 per annum before assumed loan repayments of 
£33,000. This proposal would result in a net saving of £92,000 in 2015/16 due to 
£35,000 of one off grant offers already allocated beyond the 2014/15 financial year 
and the £40,000 of grant funds already pulled forward into 2014/15.  

Proposal 2 

9.8 To set up a time limited member/officer Task and Finish Group to develop new 
governance arrangements for the Action Areas and agree the need for and role of 
any future discretionary funding schemes.   

 Proposal 3 

9.9 To invest the time and expertise of our Community Enterprise Officers in supporting 
communities and businesses in the National Park by enabling them to develop their 
ideas and by signposting funding streams such as the Heritage Lottery Fund, 
Community Foundation and other local and National Charitable Trusts etc. 

 Enhancing the Authority’s role in commissioning new rural development 
projects and initiatives.  

9.10 The Authority works at a number of levels to promote rural development in and 
around the National Park. It has been most successful in the past when taking the 
lead in developing programmes that serve to plug a gap in the market, e.g. the 
Traditional Boundaries Traditional Skills programme or by providing leadership and 
support to secure external funds such as LEADER funding or strategic initiatives 
such as the Rural Growth Hubs. These might be termed “top down” but have been 
developed on the back of solid community consultation and gap analysis. In order to 
capitalise on this knowledge base and help to facilitate the aspirations of our 
communities and businesses we need a dedicated rural development officer. 

 Proposal 4  

9.11 To replace the joint Funding and Climate Change Officer post (currently vacant) with 
a full time Rural Development Officer to act as the Authority’s lead in working with 
external funders and advisors to identify opportunities for communities, businesses 
and the Authority to secure external funding. This modest increase in staff resources 
dedicated to rural development is in line with member’s wishes to shift the balance 
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from discretionary funds to providing expertise and facilitation. This Officer will lead 
on consultation and research to identify needs and initiatives that will help to secure 
the aspirations of the National Park’s communities.  Where there is an identified need 
where LEADER or other existing mechanisms cannot deliver the outcome this officer 
will look at possibilities for commissioning by the Authority. 

 Proposal 5 

9.12 In recognising the need for communities to approach development from a wider 
perspective, and the unique challenges of rural development in the National Park it is  
proposed to create a new part time post of Adaptation and Resilience Officer to 
continue the Authority’s work helping communities and businesses adapt to extreme 
weather and other climate related issues. In the recent past the Authority has 
supported communities and businesses through initiatives such as the 
Northumberland Community Flood Partnership and work for Defra on climate 
resilience for small businesses in remote rural areas.  The new post will enable the 
Authority to capitalise on the legacy of Cheviot Futures, including our groundbreaking 
work on natural flood management and wildfire risk management. This post will also 
act as the Authority’s lead on its Climate Change Adaptation Plan and will effectively 
replace the half of the current joint Funding and Climate Change Officer post. The 
new part-time post will require an additional budget requirement of up to £18,000 per 
annum. This further reduces the annual saving for 2015/16 to £74,000. 

10. Delivering Budget Savings 

10.1 The outstanding target, following the Service Reviews presented to the Authority in 
September, to balance the current 2016/17 budget deficit is £25,000. As this is the 
final substantive Service Review due to be undertaken this year it is proposed that 
this amount will cover the net savings outlined above. However, it must be noted that 
the 2016/17 budget deficit will change as the Medium Term Budget Plan is updated 
in March 2015 and the impact of the 2015/16 National Park Grant offer is known. It is 
hoped that the £74,000 will absorb any additional impact of these changes. At this 
stage it is proposed that this amount is provisionally added to the unallocated new 
projects fund, thus allowing for allocation to exceptional bids affected by the change 
in policy and for the Authority to consider the impact of the 2015/16 DEFRA grant 
offer which is not known at the time of writing and the revised Medium Term Budget 
Plan. 

11. Conclusion  

11.1 In February 2014 the Authority commissioned an external evaluation of the three 
discretionary funding programmes, Action Area, SDF and LEADER by consultants, 
Rose Regeneration.  The outcome of this evaluation confirmed the value of the 
Authority’s rural development work and provided evidence of good practice along 
with recommendations to consider some alternative approaches in the future. 

11.2 The Authority discussed these recommendations at a Policy Conference in April 2014 
and provided further guidance to officers to inform the overall review of its rural 
development work in June 2014.   

11.3 NULAG developed a new Northumberland Uplands Local Development Strategy over 
the summer following extensive public consultation and this was submitted to DEFRA 
in September as part of a bid for funding from the new Rural Development 
Programme 2015 - 2020.  Initial indications from DEFRA are that NULAG will be 
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successful in securing a new 5 year funding programme for the Northumberland 
Uplands. 

11.4 After more than ten years of providing substantial amounts of discretionary funding to 
local communities and businesses and with a new LEADER programme due to be 
launched in January 2015 the time is right to change the focus of the Authority’s work 
on rural development.  The Authority has seen a significant reduction in its resources 
and has lost staff capacity in this area of work meaning that those officers left have 
had to concentrate their efforts on servicing the Authority’s grant schemes. It is 
proposed to change this balance in order to use the Authority’s reduced resources 
more effectively. 

 

Contact Officer: 

For further information contact Andrew Miller, Head of Programmes and 

Conservation on 01434 611525 or e-mail: andrew.miller@nnpa.org.uk  

 
Background papers 
April 2014 Rural Development Policy Conference paper  
Rose Regeneration Report 2014 
Report to June 2014 Authority 
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